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A HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF THE NEGRO SPIRITUAL 
Spirituals emanated from the heart of the ante-bellum Negro 
slave as forceful outflowings of religious passion. It is not 
known exactly when these powerful songs began to spring forth; 
however, history confirms the use of these songs as the music 
of the pre-Civil War "invisible church." Wyatt Tee Walker states 
that "the Spiritual music form •.• developed as an integral part 
of worship in these 'invisible churches'. In the preliterate 
era of slavery, the fuel of the 'invisible church' was the 
musical expression constantly fed by the oral tradition" (19:31-
32). E. Franklin Frazier puts it this way: "From the beginning 
of religious expression among the slaves, .•• preaching on the 
part of the leader was important. This preaching consisted of 
singing sacred songs which have come to be known as the 
Spirituals" ( 11: 25). 
These songs-variously called Negro spirituals, jubilees, folk 
songs, shout songs, sorrow songs, slave songs, slave melodies, 
minstrel songs, and religious songs---are express. Many of these 
spirituals were influenced by the surrounding conditions in 
which the slaves lived. These conditions were negative and 
degrading, to say the least; yet, miraculously, a body of 
approximately six thousand independent spirituals exists today-
melodies that were, for the most part, handed down from 
generation to generation. The spirituals, which speak of life 
and death, suffering and sorrow, love and judgment, grace and 
hope, justice and mercy, were born out of this tradition. They 
are the songs of a people weary at heart. The Negro spirituals 
are the songs of an unhappy people, and yet they are the most 
beautiful expression of human experience born this side of the 
seas. One noted musicologist has suggested that Beethoven would 
have delighted in Negro spirituals. Brahms, he thinks, would 
have borrowed them as Dvorak did. 
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The music is more ancient than the words. The Africans celebrated 
all important events such as marriages, births, and deaths with 
music. Even work, play, and public humor we re accompani ed by 
music. Although rhythm was important to the music, the words 
were primary because they were derived from the paticular event. 
The content and mood of the occasion often dictated the use 
of specific instruments and hand clapping. 
The Negro spir i tuals, as origina t ed in America, tell of exile 
and trouble, of strife and hiding; they grope toward some unseen 
power and sigh for rest in the end. "But through all the sorrow 
of the sorrow songs," as William E. B. DuBois points out, "there 
breathes a hope--a faith in the ultimate justice of things". 
The religious experience of the slaves was rich and full, 
consequently their inner emotional e xpressions and aspirations 
burst forth in many spirituals that outlined varying aspects 
of their desires. Freedom from slavery and freedom from life 
itself were often synonymous in thought, as is depicted in the 
spiritual "Oh, Freedom." Release in death sometimes became the 
ultimate hope and goal, as is expre ssed in "Steal Away" and 
in "Swing Low, Swee t Chariot." 
Out of the reservoir of Negro spirituals were created the freedom 
songs of the nonviolent movement in the South during the peak 
of the demonstrations for social justice and human dignity. 
rt is difficult for anyone to deny that the spiritual is the 
foundation of Black music in this country and, oh, what a solid 
foundation it is. 
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In conclusion, these songs of the soul and of the soil have 
enriched American music and the music of the world. From them 
have developed the "gospel" hymn of White Protestantism, the 
syncopated rhythm and jazz of the world of art, and a wealth 
of materials used by great composers. They are the articulate 
message of an oppressed people. They are the music of a captive 
people who used this artful expression to embrace the virtues 
of Christianity: patience, love, freedom, faith, and hope. The 
salves were not simply singing a song, they were expressing 
a point of view. 
Go down, Moses, way down in Egypt land, 
Tell ole Pharaoh to let my people go. 
That point of view was that the God of justice and the God of 
Jesus is on the side of the oppressed. That is the heart of 
the Bible and the fulcrum of liberation. 
These spirituals are offered here as songs to be sung wherever 
people gather to glorify God's name. The promise from Him is, 
"I will be in their midst." 
J. Jefferson Cleveland in collaboration with 
William B. McClain 
